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FEMALE JUVENILE OFFENDERS
ABOUT THE STUDIES

These two studies were conducted by Boddy Media Group on behalf of the Iowa Commission on
the Status of Women.  The report contains findings gathered through the following:

Study One:  The Qualitative Study

Goals: 1) To understand the scope of the issues related to female juveniles in Iowa’s justice
system;

2) To identify the various types of treatment female juvenile offenders receive
and attempt to gauge the effectiveness of those treatment options; and

3) To gain personal insight into the current situation for female juvenile
offenders from both the offenders and the staff who work with them.

Details: Four focus groups were conducted with a total of 26 female juvenile offenders
currently in detention facilities at two different locations in the state. 

Three one-on-one interviews were conducted with female juvenile offenders.

One roundtable discussion group of twelve people held in Des Moines including:

n A principal at an alternative school;
n A juvenile court officer;
n Juvenile court staff;
n Female juvenile offender program officials;
n Group home and detention center directors; and
n Department of Human Services officials.

 Telephone interviews with detention center directors, Chief Juvenile Court
Officers, juvenile court staff, trackers, group home and day treatment facility
directors and staff, and officials with the Iowa Department of Human Services.

Method: All focus groups in this study were moderated by Pat Boddy, Kim Shelquist, and
Erin Skold of Boddy Media Group, a communications research firm based in Des
Moines, Iowa.  Discussion in each group lasted approximately two hours.

One-on-one interviews were conducted by Pat Boddy and Erin Skold.

Roundtable discussion was led by Pat Boddy and lasted approximately two hours.

Telephone interviews were conducted by Pat Boddy and Erin Skold.
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Study Two:  The Quantitative Study

Goals: 1) To determine the range and mix of offenses perpetrated by female juvenile
offenders in Iowa;

2) To identify the disposition of the female juvenile offenders’ cases and
services received; and

3) To develop demographic data on the female juvenile offenders in Iowa and
to begin to quantify their life situations and relationships.

Details: “Day-in-the-life” study of females in the juvenile court system.

Fax/mail survey of members of Coalition for Family and Children’s Services of
Iowa.

Method: The “day-in-the-life” stu dy w as accom plished by having  each of Iow a’s eig ht
ju dicial districts pu ll a  random  sam ple of 50  cases from  their total nu m ber of
open cases involving  fem ale ju veniles on April 1, 1997.  The total nu m ber w as
then w eig hted based on the actu al nu m ber of open cases for each ju dicial district.

A total of 37 (m ore than 50 %) fax/m ail su rveys w ere retu rned by m em bers of
Coalition for Fa m ily and Children’s Services of Iow a.

Su rveys and qu estionnaires w ere desig ned, im plem ented, and analyzed by Pat
Boddy and Erin Sk old of Boddy M edia  G rou p.   Dan Johnson, an independent
contractor, provided assistance w ith tabu lation on the ju venile cou rt stu dy.
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FEM ALE J UVENILE OFFENDERS STUDY
EXECUTIVE SUM M ARY

Introdu ction
W hile no stu dy is w ithou t its pitfalls, this has not been an easy project to com plete. 
Confidentiality restrictions, lim ited data  reporting , and m any different w ays of dealing  w ith
fem ale ju venile offenders— both leg a l and social— com plicate the research.  How ever, w ith the
“beyond the call of du ty” efforts and cooperation of m any g rou ps and individu als w ithin the
ju venile ju stice system  and the Iow a Departm ent of Hu m an Services, w e feel this report is a
solid representation of ju venile ju stice as it applies to fem ales in the state of Iow a.

For the pu rposes of this report, w e have attem pted to look  only at fem ales in the system .  W hile
on occasion, references m ay be m ade to m ale ju venile offenders, it is not ou r intent to com pare
g irls to boys.

The story of these g irls is told in their ow n w ords and those of the experts w ho w ork  w ith them . 
M any of these experts say they are often fru strated in their w ork  by a ju venile ju stice system  that
insists on treating  a ll offenders alik e.  If they had their w ay, m ost say they w ou ld lik e to w ork  in
a system  that recog nizes the different needs of g irls and boys— specifically, they say g irls benefit
from  less em phasis on confrontation and m ore on relationship bu ilding .  M any say they w ou ld
lik e to ta k e treatm ent to a  m ore individu a l level, finding  treatm ent that w ork s on a  per-g irl basis.

Neg lect a nd Abu se Sta rt Ea rly
M any of the you ng  w om en interview ed as part of this research tell the sam e story— neg lect and
abu se u su ally starting  a t a  very you ng  a g e.  Nearly all of these g irls express m oderate to heavy
u se of illeg a l dru g s, w ith m any saying  their first exposu re to dru g s ca m e throu g h a  parent or step
parent.  One respondent even m entions being  ready to retu rn hom e from  a  treatm ent facility only
to have her hopes of leaving  cru shed by her m other’s failu re to pass a dru g  test.  Dru g s aren’t the
only problem s these you ng  w om en face.  They also spea k  frequ ently of physical, verbal, and
sexu al abu se.

Intervention Com es La te
Intervention for both the abu se they experience at hom e and the trou ble they g et into aw ay from
hom e is late in com ing  for these you ng  w om en.  Several of these g irls scoff at system s in place
to protect them  and society.  One m entions tu rning  to a school cou nselor for help.  She notes that
“you  cou ld g et beat to death” before that option g ot you  ou t of the hom e.  W ith reg a rd to the
ju stice system , they say they m ig ht have learned their lesson sooner if the police and cou rt
system  had ta k en their early offenses seriou sly. 

These g irls also say— and m any experts ag ree— their parents cou ld have done m ore to stop their
delinqu ent behavior.  As noted above w ith their first exposu re to dru g s, m any say their parents
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actively pa rticipa te in their delinqu ent activities.  Even if parents haven’t participated, these g irls
say they allow  delinqu ent behavior to continu e throu g h a  loss of parental control.  In m u ch the
sam e vein as loss of parental control, m any spea k  of m others (often the prim ary parental fig u re)
w ho m ay not directly abu se bu t w ho allow  abu se by other people (often a stepfather or live-in)
to continu e.

Sk epticism  Tow a rd Prog ra m s
In addition to neg a tive influ ence w ithin their fa m ily and peer stru ctu re, m any of the fem ale
ju venile offender respondents say they experience a  g eneral apathy w ith reg a rd to the
g overnm ent sponsored treatm ent prog ra m s they enter once they do g et in trou ble.  Som e
respondents say it m ay be ju st a  g enerational thing , bu t they look  a t m ost g overnm ent-ru n
prog ra m s w ith a  certain a m ou nt of sk epticism  and distru st.  One or tw o even relate this to the
conflicted au thority fig u res they’ve had in their lives to-date (i.e., parental fig u res w ho g ive
them  dru g s or abu se them ).  M any of the experts that w ork  w ith these you ng  w om en say this
distru st often creates a barrier to the help the g irls need.

Fem a le J u veniles “Act In”
One of the few  areas w here it m ay be im portant to look  a t the difference betw een fem ale and
m ale ju venile offenders is “type”of crim e.  W hile g irls have traditionally com m itted crim es
w hich ca u se the m ost dam a g e to them selves (i.e., self-m u tilation, su bstance abu se, ru nning
aw ay, su icide and attem pted su icide), statistics show  an increase in the nu m ber of you ng  w om en
com m itting  violent crim es ag a inst others.  Experts say som e of this rise is lik ely pointing  tow ard
fem ales’ increased involvem ent in g a ng s.  How ever, m any say g irls are sim ply learning  to
“handle” stress and are less lik ely to internalize the pressu re they feel.

Sex a nd Pa renthood Offer Prom ise a nd Problem s
Sex and parenthood are u su ally not far from  the m inds of these fem ale offenders.  W hile none of
the g irls in these focu s g rou ps adm itted to being  preg nant, m any had been preg nant and su ffered
m iscarria g es in recent years.  M any m ade clear their desire to becom e parents— nearly all think
they have w hat it ta k es to be g ood parents, reg a rdless of their cu rrent situ ation (i.e., continu ing
dru g  u se, lack  of a  hom e, financial need).  In addition, w hile m ost dem onstrate an a w a reness of
the dang ers (sexu ally transm itted disease and em otional problem s) related to their ow n sexu al
activity, few  express concern.

And w hile m ost freely adm it to sexu al activity and a desire for children, few  appear to have had
healthy sexu al relationships.  As noted above, m ost spea k  of incest, early sexu al abu se, and/or
rape as part of their history.

Life Holds Little Va lu e
This lack  of concern for any of the above lik ely stem s from  a stated indifference to life itself. 
M any of these g irls in these g rou ps say they don’t fear death— in fact, they say, they w elcom e
death.  M any spea k  of friends and fa m ily m em bers w ho have died and say it often seem s lik e a
w elcom e relief. 
Ea rly Intervention, Socia l Activities, a nd Positive Role M odels Spa rk  Hope



_______________
Boddy M edia  G rou p

7

The issu es m entioned above, along  w ith increasing  nu m bers of “g irl” g a ng s and a continu ing
tendency a m ong  g irls to act ou t in m ore self-destru ctive w ays, form  the base of the problem s
w hich lead fem ale ju venile offenders to treatm ent.  M any of these g irls say they m ig ht have
avoided these problem s altog ether if they had had m ore positive activities w hen they w ere
you ng er.  They m ention teen centers, jobs, and m ore positive teen and adu lt role m odels as w ays
they m ig ht have stayed ou t of trou ble.

Rela tionship Bu ilding  a nd Tru st a re K ey
Once g irls are in the system , new  issu es arise.  M any of the experts interview ed for this report
say bu ilding  tru st w ith the ju venile offender is k ey to su ccessfu l treatm ent.  How ever, they say
they often encou nter peers in the system  w ho u ndervalu e the im portance of relationship bu ilding
and the tim e it ta k es.

As noted above, tru st is a big  issu e for the g irls in these prog ra m s— they don’t tru st the
g overnm ent, they often can’t tru st their parents, and they don’t feel as if the staff at m ost of the
facilities they’ve been in tru st them .  And that lack  of tru st in the system  is not alw ays u nju stified
for these you ng  w om en.  M any g irls talk  of being  ab u sed in the system — from  the police officers
they encou nter to staff at the facilities w here they’re placed. 

M any experts ag ree that som ething  is happening  to these g irls once they g et in the system —
w hether it’s abu se by prog ra m  staff or other ju veniles, m ales and fem ales alik e.  One expert g oes
so far as to say it seem s as thou g h the g irls “have no heart” after they’ve been in the system  for a
w hile.

Gender Specific Prog ra m m ing  is Needed
M any of these experts say they are relu ctant to w ork  w ith fem ale offenders.  They say it is ju st
too ha rd.  W hile som e say g irls tend to have problem s that snow ba ll, the lik ely problem  is that
all the research they have access to is centered on m ale ju veniles and it ju st isn’t easy to apply
that k now ledg e to g irls.  These experts are nearly u niversal in their desire for treatm ent options
that ack now ledg e the differences betw een fem ale and m ale ju venile offenders. 

These g irls and the experts that w ork  w ith them  a g ree that m odels w hich em phasize
confrontation and de-em phasize— even prohibit— relationship bu ilding  ju st don’t w ork  w ith
m ost g irls.  Som e experts g o so far as to say they’re not su re if they w ork  w ith boys either.

On that point, it shou ld be noted that for all the su pport these experts express for g ender-specific
treatm ent options, w hat they say they really w ant is individu a lized prog ra m m ing  that allow s
them  to ta k e into consideration each g irl’s past history and personality.  Som e experts even say
this approach w ou ld end u p benefitting  a ll ju venile offenders.  They indicate boys also su ffer
from  being  m ade to fit the “squ are hole” of cu rrent research and prog ra m m ing .
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Edu ca tion Ta k es on New  Im porta nce for You ng  W om en in Pla cem ent
M any of these g irls say they have fou nd renew ed pleasu re in learning  w hile in placem ent. 
Experts say there are lik ely several reasons for this.  They say before placem ent, school w as
probably the m ost restrictive environm ent these g irls experienced.  It is lik ely now  the least
restrictive part of their day.  In addition, m any of these g irls w ere relatively poor stu dents du e to
their social and fa m ily situ ations, bu t w ith the added stru ctu re placem ent offers, m any
experience academ ic su ccess for the first tim e in their lives.  That su ccess frequ ently translates to
a  m u ch hig her level of self-esteem .

Detention Center Experts W restle w ith Their Ow n Issu es
Overcrow ding  is m ore of a  problem  in som e facilities than it is in others.  For those facilities
w ith lim ited space, these experts see real consequ ences for fem ale offenders.  They say you ng
w om en are often tu rned aw ay from  their facilities and/or end u p in inappropriate treatm ent
prog ra m s w here space is available.

M any experts say g irls are often held at facilities for a  w ider variety of reasons than boys.  For
exam ple, they say, a  you ng  w om an m ig ht be held for her ow n protection, especially if there is
su spected g a ng  a ctivity.  Often, this m eans that g irls w ho are being  held for violent offenses
m ig ht be in the sam e facility— even in close proxim ity— to a  g irl w ho has com m itted a non-
violent offense or even no offense at all.

M a nipu la tion is Often the Na m e-of-the-Ga m e W hen Getting  Ou t
“Fak e it ‘til you  m a k e it” and “front you r w ay ou t” are phrases often heard in conversations w ith
these you ng  w om en.  M any say they plan to g o back  to their old w ays w hen they leave.  They
say they k now  all the trick s— from  passing  a  u rine test to fooling  their cou nselors— and plan to
u se them  to g et ou t of treatm ent.

And som e experts say it’s dow nrig ht easy for the g irls to g o back  to their old w ays as there is no
stru ctu re in place for follow -u p.  They say for the m ost part once the decision is m ade to let a
g irl g o, there is little they can do to m onitor her fa m ily, social, and edu cational environm ent. 
And once a  g irl reaches the a g e of eig hteen— she’s ou t of the system  altog ether.  For this reason,
m any of these experts express a desire for a  treatm ent stru ctu re that allow s them  to follow  u p
w ith offenders w hen they leave the system .
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FEM ALE JUVENILE OFFENDERS STUDY
REPORT OF FINDING S

I.  INTRODUCTION

On April 1, 1997, Chief Ju venile Cou rt Officers report 1743 open cases involving  fem ales u nder
the a g e of 18.  W hat bring s ou r g irls to the ju venile ju stice system ?  W hat services m ig ht aid in
prevention and/or recidivism ?  In w hat w ays does the system  now  serve these g irls?  And how
w ell?  How  m ig ht ju venile ju stice better m eet the needs of these g irls? 

These represent ju st a  few  of the hard qu estions facing  the ju venile ju stice system  as it beg ins to
address its increasing ly fem ale popu lation.  This report starts to look  a t these issu es as it ou tlines
the resu lts of tw o separate bu t com patible stu dies:

1) A qu antitative assessm ent to clarify w here g irls are in the system , the services
they receive, and the crim es that pu t their nam es in the case book s; and

2) A qu alitative assessm ent— a series of focu s g rou ps, interview s, and a rou ndtable
discu ssion w ith experts— to enrich ou r u nderstanding  of the cold facts and better
appreciate the im pact of the system  on these g irls.

As you  read this report, please bear in m ind:

n This report has pu rposely not been stru ctu red to pit g irls ag a inst boys.  W hile
som e com parison to the services boys receive is at tim es necessary to illu strate a
point, this is not an equ ity stu dy.  The qu estion answ ered here is not how  does the
system  serve g irls com pared to boys, bu t instead, how  does the system  serve
g irls? 

n At m any points throu g hou t the stu dy confidentiality has been prom ised to assu re
the tru st of respondents and/or com ply w ith requ irem ents of the ju venile ju stice
system .  Typically, individu als and institu tions w ill not be identified by nam e. 
“Abou t the Stu dies,” how ever, w ill dem onstrate the rang e of individu als and
institu tions contacted for inpu t. 

n No easy data  collection system  exists.  This stu dy has u sed the best scientific
m ethods available g iven the constraints of cu rrent reporting  system s— bu t w e face
seriou s constraints.  If it w ere not for the fu ll and enthu siastic cooperation of
m any individu als and g rou ps w ithin the ju venile ju stice system  and the Iow a
Departm ent of Hu m an Services, no qu antitative assessm ent w ou ld have been
possible.

n As it stands, m u ch of this qu antitative data  u nderscores them es described by
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experts and g irls participating  in this stu dy, bu t du e to chang ing  data  collection
m ethods and/or sm all sam ple sizes ("n") the trends identified in the data  cannot
alw ays be considered statistically sig nificant.  W hen cou pled w ith the experts'
interpretations and perceptions, how ever, this data  tells a com pelling  story of the
fem ale ju venile offender's stru g g le.

û —   Indicates qu otes from  experts w ithin the system
ü —   Indicates qu otes from  ju veniles w ithin the system

II.   W HAT LEADS THEM  INTO THE SYSTEM  . . .

A. ABUSE AND FAM ILY RELATIONSHIPS

Both experts a nd  g irls report a bu se a s a  frequ ent problem  fa cing  fem a le ju venile offenders.
 Nearly all of the g irls participating  in this research say they w ere victim s, or w itnesses of past
verbal, physical, or sexu al abu se— often in com bination.  They spea k  of abu se from  parents,
other relatives, and boyfriends.

ü M y stepfa ther g a ve m e dru g s w hen I w a s six.

ü M y pa rents ha ve been reported repea tedly for child a bu se.  W hen I w a s fou rteen I
fina lly g ot ta k en ou t of the hom e.  I didn't g o throu g h the schools.  You  k now , how
they sa y g o to the school cou nselor?  It's k ind of screw ed beca u se they don't g et
you  ou t of the hou se rig ht a w a y.  You  cou ld g et bea t to dea th before they even g et
there.

ü M y fa m ily neg lected m e a nd m y m om  w a s u sing  dru g s. . . . The next-door
neig hbors ca lled the cops beca u se there w eren't a ny a du lts hom e.  They ca m e a nd
took  u s a w a y beca u se it w a sn't a  sta ble hom e a nd there w eren't a ny a du lts. 

ü Ra pe?  I w a s ra ped three tim es.  You 'd end u p here if you  k illed them .

ü W hen I g ot done w ith cou rt they sa id I cou ld g o hom e . . . bu t m y m om  tested
positive for coca ine, so I cou ldn't g o hom e, I ha d to com e here . . . they sa id I ha d
to sta y here u ntil I w a s 18.

ü I think  the environm ent tha t the k ids g row  u p in, lik e, a bu sive or dru g s a ll over
the pla ce, it's not hea lthy beca u se they g row  u p to think  it's ok a y a nd they do it
them selves.  Pa rents do think  it's sa d to ha ve their children ta k en a w a y, bu t it's
sa d to ha ve them  g row  u p tha t w a y.

M others m a y not a lw a ys be the a bu sers, bu t they often sta nd by w hile a bu se continu es. 
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M any of these you ng  w om en m ention m others w ho appear to be victim s them selves.  Often
these g irls com e from  sing le parent hom es w here the m other is the prim ary parent.  These g irls
spea k  of stepfathers and boyfriends w ho have beaten and raped them  and su pplied them  w ith
dru g s (in som e cases, as noted above, even forcing  them  into their first experience w ith dru g s at
a  very you ng  a g e).  Often these g irls express sym pathy for a  m other they view  as relatively
helpless.

ü She [m other] deserves better tha n she g ot— a  m essed u p k id tha t a in't w orth
nothin' a nd a  hu sba nd tha t bea ts the shit ou t of her every da y.

û It sta rts ou t w ith som e fa m ily problem s, bu t a  hig h nu m ber of the g irls ha ve been
a bu sed physica lly, sexu a lly, w ha tever a nd the role m odeling  in the fa m ily ha sn't
been pa rticu la rly g ood.  So w ha t ha ppens is they k ind of do w ha t they sa w  m om
do.

ü I don't k now  how  I g ot into the system .  M y m om  g ot rem a rried.  It's m y m om 's
fifth tim e.  I don't lik e it beca u se I've never m et m y biolog ica l fa ther.

Pa rents a nd fa m ily a re often im plica ted  a s contribu tors or influ ences to delinqu ent
beha vior.  Fem ale ju venile offenders say parents contribu te to delinqu ent behavior in tw o w ays.
 They say parents lose control of their children and any disciplinary a u thority over them , or that
parents can also becom e active participants in the delinqu ent behavior.

ü The first tim e I ha d a  joint m y stepfa ther g a ve it to m e, so he w a s a  neg a tive
su pport system .

ü I w a s in reha b.  On m y hom e visit m e a nd m y m om  w ere u sing  [dru g s]  tog ether.

ü W e don't listen to ou r pa rents a nym ore.  Pa rents ca n't discipline their k ids
a nym ore.

ü I think  a  lot of pa rents a ren't ca ring  a nym ore, either.  They don't check  w here you
w ork .  I g ot jobs a t pla ces by u sing  m y sister's I.D.  I don't even look  18.

M any detention center directors attribu te delinqu ent behavior to hom e environm ent as w ell. 
Environm ent, especially fa m ily, has the big g est influ ence on delinqu ent behavior according  to
directors.  They attribu te this to the type of role m odels and levels of responsibility in the g irls'
hom e environm ent.

û I think  a  lot of tha t ju st com es from  pa renting .  As long  a s they g o ba ck  to the
sa m e environm ent, thing s w on't rea lly cha ng e. 
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û [It's a ]  u niversa l problem  a s fa r a s I'm  concerned— I see k ids w ith no fa m ily life. 
W hen w e do a n inta k e on a  k id a nd w e a sk  a bou t m other, fa ther a nd sibling s, the
k id doesn't k now  w ho fa ther is.  No stru ctu red hom e life.  There m a y be 5 or 6
different la st na m es on sibling s.  No sta ble hom e life.  I've ha d g irls, both boys
a nd g irls tell m e, being  lock ed u p in here is the best they've ever ha d it.

û I believe tha t both the m a les a nd fem a les [w ou ld benefit by ha ving ]  a  fa m ily tha t's
tog ether.  Fa ther, m other a nd sibling s tog ether for a  ten yea r spa n a ny m ore is
a lm ost qu ite a n a ccom plishm ent.  I pla ce a  lot on the fa m ily.  Everybody ha s
problem s a nd tha t— bu t w hen it com es to you r children . . .

û Not rea l g ood role m odels.  They a re com ing  from  pla ces w here they ha ve been
a bu sed both physica lly a nd sexu a lly.  Beha vior m a y be condoned tha t is not
a ccepta ble.

B. SLOW  RECOG NITION OF TROUBLED G IRLS/INW ARD ACTS OF RAG E

Experts a nd ju veniles a lik e sa y tha t intervention does not com e soon enou g h for fem a les. 
Fem ale ju venile delinqu ents in these focu s g rou ps say that they aren't ta k en seriou sly by law
enforcem ent.  They say police officers and cou rts are m ore lik ely to g ive a  fem ale a  "second,
third, or fou rth chance."  G irls say fa m ilies as w ell tend to treat trou bled dau g hters differently
than they do trou bled sons.  Som e g irls say they k now  that they can m anipu late som e a u thorities
in the system .

ü The cops tha t I've ha d experience w ith cra ck  dow n ha rder on g u ys bu t pla y off
w om en lik e a  jok e.

ü M y pa rents never thou g ht g u ys w ere m ore m a scu line, bu t they thou g ht m y brother
w a s doing  so w ell a nd I w a sn't.

ü If you  g et a  cu te you ng  [officer]  you  ca n m a nipu la te, it's a  lot ea sier.  Bu t if you
g et one of those old people, they're ha rd to m a nipu la te.  I k now  I've been la u g hed
a t by cops, a nd they trea t g a ng  people w ith no respect a t a ll, especia lly the g irl
[g a ng  m em bers] .

     
ü [I've been trea ted differently a s a  g irl]  by the cops.  Tw o extrem es: som e of them

trea t you  lik e this innocent little fra g ile thing , a nd others think  I'm  lik e a n a nim a l.
         

ü [M y pa rents]  g a ve m ore to m y brother, so, since they didn't pa y a ttention to m e, I
ju st thou g ht I'd g o ou t a nd do som ething  to g et their a ttention.  Tha t still didn't
w ork .
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ü The first tim e I w a s in a  police ca r I g ot ca u g ht stea ling  a nd I ra n ou t of the store
a nd the pa ddy w a g on ca m e u p behind m e. . . . They ca lled ou r pa rents a nd
a ctu a lly dropped m e off a t m y friend's hou se.  I think  they didn't rea lly ca re.  I
m ea n, I think  they ca red, bu t I think  they view  tha t a s a  little bitty thing , you
k now , no big  dea l, w e'll let them  g o this tim e.  W e'll ca tch her w hen it g ets w orser
[sic] .

ü M y da d is Hispa nic, so to him , m en a re su perior to w om en.  I'd test tha t by doing
everything  m y brother did.  I g ot in trou ble, bu t he didn't.

The experts ag ree w ith the g irls.  They say that fem ales are often overlook ed and by the tim e
they receive services the dam a g e is already extensive.  They also say that som e g irls w ill ta k e
advanta g e of the idea  that m any are u ncom fortable w ith fem ales in the ju venile ju stice system
and m anipu late staff. 

û [The a vera g e fem a le delinqu ent]  proba bly doesn't ha ve a  history [w ithin the
system ] .  A lot of thing s a re overlook ed u ntil la w  viola tion.  There is a  pa terna l
a ttitu de tow a rd g irls.  W hen g irls g et to cou rt they cry a nd tha t m a k es the ju dg e
u ncom forta ble, so they do a  lot of inform a l k inds of thing s.  There is a n a ttem pt a t
service, bu t it isn't focu sed a t w ha t is needed, it's focu sed a t w ha t w ill ta k e ca re of
tha t u ncom forta ble feeling  of a  g irl's being  in the system .

û A lot of these g irls g et these thing s by m a nipu la tion, a nd there a re a  lot of tim es
they don't rea lize w ha t they're doing  a nd then som etim es, they do [rea lize] .

û Lots of [prog ra m  directors]  sa y they ju st a ren't g etting  g irls.  W e u sed to u se this
[prog ra m ]  a s a  step a fter a  m ore stru ctu red prog ra m  to g et them  ba ck  into the
com m u nity [prior to delinqu ency] .  Now  they a ren't intervening  u ntil they a re
delinqu ent.

û I'll be rea l honest; I think  it's ju risdictions.  I think  there a re som e pla ces w here
they m a y be softer on fem a les. 

û I've seen som e g irls do som e rea l interesting  thing s a nd still not receive a ny
trea tm ent.

û Girls a re g etting  overlook ed very m u ch so.  The sta tu s offenses a ren't even look ed
a t a nym ore.  W e need them  to be a t lea st sta tistica lly cou nted for u s to g et a  hold
of them .

û Intervene ea rlier w ith the g irls.  See tha t they g et a ll of the services boys g et.
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Cha rt Note  Handled and released m eans "released to parents, released w ith w arning , etc."  In
1993, 10 9 fem ales and 390  m ales w ere handled and released.  In 1995 that nu m ber ju m ped to 236
for fem ales and 592 for m ales.  W hat is alarm ing  a bou t these fig u res is the indication that g irls are
increasing ly g etting  sent on their w ay and less intervention is ta k ing  place.  They are  not g etting
as m any services w hen they are being  handled and released.

Interpreta tion/Ana lysis  G irls behave differently than boys and the ju venile ju stice system  is
oftentim es ru nning  on a  m odel desig ned to serve boys.  The sym ptom s of a  g irl in trou ble are
different from  those of a boy in trou ble.  The g irls are g etting  overlook ed.  Also, those in
au thority are less lik ely to be able to recog nize that the g irl appearing  in their cou rt m ay be ju st
as violent and dang erou s as the boy.  This g irl m ay be standing  before the ju dg e crying  a nd the
ju dg e has not been trained to interpret these behaviors in any context other than a stereotypical
m ale m odel w here tears are considered a sig n of w ea k ness.

G irls dea l w ith their problem s differently tha n boys.  Experts say that these g irls allow  their
trou bles to bu ild u p and snow ball.  Boys act on any problem s they are facing  (w hether positively
or neg a tively) and the issu e is resolved.  Experts say the system  w ork s by this m ale m odel as
w ell.  It deals w ith one problem  and then sk ips to the next.  Experts say g irls  need a different
approach that bu ilds on any prog ress m ade on a  g iven issu e as they deal w ith other issu es.
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û I think  tha t ou r system s tend to be situ a tiona l intervention, ba sed on the m a le
m odel.  Problem  situ a tion, intervene, ta k e ca re of it.  W ith g irls w e need m ore of
a  proa ctive continu u m  a pproa ch.  You  sta rt here a nd you  follow .  If w e ha d a
w ork er tha t follow ed the g irl [throu g h]  the w hole prog ra m  . . .

û Girls snow ba ll their problem s.  Boys ha ve the issu es, the beha vior, a nd m ove on. 
Girls snow ba ll beca u se of the w a y they dea l w ith or cope w ith their problem s.

Interpreta tion/Ana lysis  G irls' problem s have a  "snow ball" effect beca u se g irls act inw ard. 
Their release or w ay of dealing  w ith their problem s is often self-destru ctive— this ends u p
ca u sing  them  m ore problem s— or produ ces the snow ball effect.  W hen experts are dealing  w ith
problem s w ith fem ale offenders they need to ack now ledg e that as one problem  is exposed, the
ca u se of it is m ost lik ely another problem  still hidden.

C. G ENERATIONAL AND SOCIETAL VALUES

G enera tiona l va lu es influ ence you th a nd contribu te to the g row th in delinqu ency.  The
ju veniles of this stu dy im ply their g eneration experiences a g eneral apathy tow ards g overnm ent
and the system  in g eneral.  Any prog ra m  ru n by the g overnm ent is initially reg a rded w ith
su spicion and distru st.  In specifically dealing  w ith the ju venile ju stice system , these g irls don't
tru st it and have no hope that it w ill ever chang e.  M any say that the system  has failed them  thu s
far and w ill only continu e to, so they w ant nothing  to do w ith it.

ü You  k now  w ha t m a k es m e m a d, tha t I'm  sitting  here think ing  a bou t?  You  k now ,
w e've been ta lk ing  for qu ite a w hile, a nd I k now  you  [m odera tor]  ha ve nothing  to
do w ith it, bu t a ll they're g oing  to do is ju st u se this for sta tistics a nd sa y tha t they
a ttem pted to do som ething  beca u se they ca m e ou t a nd ta lk ed to u s, bu t nothing 's
g oing  to cha ng e.

ü There's m ore a ng er beca u se of the w a y the g overnm ent ru ns a nd the w a y people
do thing s tha t they're not su pposed to do a nd contra dict them selves.  They tell u s
to do one thing  a nd they do ju st the opposite.

ü They show  these sports people . . . then they find ou t their off-du ty w a ys. . . . They
g et pa id ridicu lou s a m ou nts of m oney to sit u p there a nd sm ile a nd sa y they ca re
a bou t the k ids w hen they rea lly don't.  Lik e the D.A.R.E. officer w ho g ot ca u g ht
selling  dru g s.

ü I think  tha t a ll a u thority fig u res a rou nd u s a re contra dicted a nd w hen you 're a
child you  do look  u p to people.  Even som e police u se dru g s.  Tha t's ridicu lou s.
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ü I think  w e're a ng ry beca u se people a re ta lk ing  a bou t w ha t a  sa d sta te this cou ntry
is in, how  thing s need to cha ng e, bu t it's a ll ta lk  a nd they don't pu t the m oney into
the prog ra m s.  It's not ju st a bou t pu tting  m ore [m oney]  into police, it's a bou t
stopping  the problem  before it even becom es one.

Interpreta tion/Ana lysis  For these g irls, this apathetic attitu de tow ard the g overnm ent and its
a u thority m ay be nu llifying  a ny g overnm ent m essag es abou t prevention, su ch as offered by
D.A.R.E. or the "Ju st Say No" ca m paig n.  Perhaps the sam e m essag es w ou ld be m ore effective if
they w ere to com e from  different sou rces.  Local com m u nity m em bers cou ld probably fu nction
better as the sou rce.  Com m u nity m em bers cou ld establish som e sort of relationship w ith you th
w hich w ou ld enable k ids to pu t m ore tru st in the m esseng ers and m essag es them selves.  As for
the ju venile ju stice system , it m u st establish som e tru st w ith these g irls in order to g et their
attention. 

Society a nd socia l pressu res contribu te to the problem s of these g irls.  M any experts in this
stu dy feel that the hig h incidence of m ale dependency issu es am ong  fem ale ju venile offenders
can be attribu ted to societal pressu res.  They say that g irls w ho develop neg a tive self im a g es
have those im a g es constantly reinforced by the m edia , peers, and respected adu lts and
consequ ently these g irls actively seek  acceptance.  The stig m a  a ttached to those participating  in
delinqu ent behavior is m u ch m ore neg a tive for fem ales, experts say.  Fu rtherm ore, they say g irls
w ho com m it crim es are not ta k en as seriou sly as boys w ho com m it crim es, leaving  them  w ith a
reinforced sense of inability and failu re— essentially boys are even better at "screw ing  u p" than
g irls are.  Som e say that g irls feel as if they don’t belong  a nd are searching  for a  place to fit in a
“m an’s w orld.”

û Tha t shou ld be a nother la bel: a ll of ou r g irls a re 'm a le-dependent'  instea d of
look ing  a t the big g er pictu re tha t sa ys tha t w e ta u g ht them  tha t w om en ha ve to
ha ve a  boyfriend.  They didn't ju st decide tha t they ha ve to ha ve a  m a n, w e ta u g ht
them  tha t.  It's society.

ü Fem a les a re su pposed to be proper, so it [look s]  w orse to society [w hen a  g irl
g ets in trou ble] .

û I believe strong ly in a dvoca cy for you ng  w om en.  For exa m ple, in Siou x City
there a re billboa rds a ll over sa ying , "The one she's sha ck ing  u p w ith isn't the
sperm  donor."

û She m a y ju st w a nt to be a ccepted som ew here.

ü [Police]  look  a t it lik e, "W ha t cou ld g irls do?"
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û Instea d of m a k ing  a  g irl m a k e it in a  m a n's w orld, w e need to help them  k now  tha t
doing  thing s in a  w om en's w a y is ok a y.

û You  need to focu s on the com m u nity.  You  need to sta rt bu ilding  a s ea rly a s
k inderg a rten; bu ilding  self-esteem , self control.  You  need to focu s on the pa rents,
the neig hbors, a nd the com m u nity a s a  w hole.

D. THE STRUG G LE FOR ATTENTION

W hile g irls initia lly tend to a ct m ore inw a rd , they a re g etting  m ore externa l in their
delinqu ency.  Experts cite m any different reasons that m ay contribu te to this.  Som e say that
these g irls are becom ing  "healthier" in their ability to deal w ith stress and pressu res.  Others feel
that boys, particu larly g a ng  m em bers, are now  recru iting  g irls to g et involved beca u se they feel
that g irls can g et throu g h the system  easier.  Still others say that g irls try the inw ard behavior
first, and w hen they don't g et the attention and help they need, they are forced to act ou t to g et
the system 's attention.

û I think  it's m ore hea lthy.  The interna lizing  is so self-destru ctive.  At lea st now ,
she's g etting  the feeling s ou t. . . . Not a s hea lthy for the com m u nity, bu t for the
g irl herself.

û Som e resea rch su g g ests tha t the g irls a re doing  m ore of the boy's dirty w ork — the
stea ling , a ssa u lt.  Beca u se g irls a re not trea ted the sa m e a s boys in the system , 
they m ig ht g et a w a y w ith it.

û In ou r w ork  w ith g a ng s, tha t's [see a bove qu ote]  w ha t w e've fou nd.  The initia tion
is m ore different [sic] .

û I think  w e a re not m eeting  their needs.  W hen they a re hu rting  them selves, w e pa t
them  on the hea d a nd send them  hom e.  They ha ve to do som ething  to g et ou r
a ttention.

Interpreta tion/Ana lysis  G irls' initial inw ardly oriented behavior is possibly a  reflection of their
w ay of handling  societal pressu res placed on w om en.  Often w om en feel pressu red to be the
nu rtu rer and are oriented tow ards ta k ing  care of others.  They are not u sed to seek ing  help and
are u nfa m iliar w ith attention-g etting  behavior, or ou tw ardly oriented behavior.  Thu s, w hen
faced w ith their ow n problem s, they w ill direct fru strations inw ards.  M any professionals in the
system  are not trained to recog nize this behavior and are not look ing  for the w arning  sig ns. 
W hile the m ore a g g ressive boys are g etting  the attention and services they need, som e g irls are
beg inning  to see this and in tu rn are beg inning  to be m ore a g g ressive as w ell, in hopes that they,
too, w ill be noticed.  (See chart follow ing  reg a rding  rise in violent crim e.)
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Number of arrests: 1993 = 87 
1995 = 132 1995 = 413 1995 = 163

Fem a le ju venile delinqu ents seem  to stru g g le w ith sexu a l responsibility m ore tha n other
g rou ps.  The g irls spea k  of preg nancy and m iscarria g es w ith an alarm ing  frequ ency.  W hile no
g irl involved in these focu s g rou ps is k now n to be preg nant, m any say they had been and
m iscarried beca u se of dru g  u se or physical violence, and at least one respondent does have a
child at hom e.  Even w hen they say they are aw are of su ch issu es as birth control, protection
from  STDs (sexu ally transm itted diseases), prenatal care, and the responsibilities of parenting —
it does not seem  to m a k e any difference in their behavior, inclu ding  those w ho say they have
been treated for STDs or preg nant m u ltiple tim es.  In fact, m any say they w ou ld lik e to have
babies.

ü I ju st feel lik e I ca n ha ndle responsibility a nd I’d lik e to do tha t.

ü And I k now  tha t I w ou ld pick  the rig ht fa ther tha t w ou ld stick  w ith it.

ü It w ill help m e beca u se it w ill k eep m e a w a y from  those people [neg a tive
influ ences] , k eep m e occu pied.

ü All m y friends ha ve ba bies.  They sniff pa int a nd they're a ll doing  g ood.

ü M y rela tionships tha t a re m ost im porta nt to m e a re m y boyfriend a nd m y ba by.  I
ha ven't seen m y ba by in seven m onths.  I w a s a t hom e w hen I ha d the ba by.  The
ba by is w ith m y m om .
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ü I don't k now — I k now  m y m om  did cra ck , bu t I w a s hea lthy, I w a s fa t [a s a  ba by] !

Preg nancy, prenatal care, and parenting  a re big g er issu es in som e areas of Iow a  than others,
detention center directors say.  W hile som e directors report that m a ternity issu es are not a
problem  in their facilities, others say it's a definite problem .  At som e facilities g irls are g iven
tests if the g irls su spect they are preg nant.  If a  g irl is indeed preg nant, directors say that it is
then tim e to start considering  diet, su bstance abu se issu es, prenatal care, fa m ily reaction, and
m other/child bonding .  Som e directors report that it can affect the w ay staff interacts w ith the
g irls.

û I've been here since this fa cility sta rted 8 yea rs a g o, a nd w e've only ha d one
you ng  la dy w ho w a s a ctu a lly pa st her trim ester.  W e ha d som e w ho tested
positive, bu t they w ere still in their first trim ester.  And tha t's in a  seven yea r
spa n.  And w e ha ve a  lot of them  w ho com e in w ho sa y they think  they're
preg na nt.

û U nfortu na tely the preg na nt g irls a re still su bsta nce a bu sers a nd a re receiving
very little prena ta l [ca re] .

û These k ids a ren't hea lthy w hen w e g et them , bu t w here prena ta l ca re is
concerned, w e prioritize tha t a nd they g et vita m ins, a nd tha t inform a tion follow s
them  w herever they g o.  W e've ha d qu ite a  few  w ho a re preg na nt— if they need a
specia l diet, or if they need to rest m ore . . .

û I think  [preg na ncy]  m a k es the sta ff feel pretty u ncom forta ble.  I've rea lly w ork ed
w ith them  to not be su ch a  ja iler type person.  W e ha ve a  lot of ou r sta ff w ho w ill
ta lk  to ou r g irls a bou t tha t.  I think  they're ta k en ca re of here in tha t respect, a nd
they're a llow ed to be preg na nt a nd ta lk  a bou t it.

û And w e u su a lly do som e a ssessm ent of how  the fa m ily is rea cting  a nd g ive tha t
inform a tion to the cou rts, beca u se if the fa m ily look s a t this g irl a s a  slu t, w e try
to let the ju dg e k now .

û W e ha ve a llow ed visita tion [w ith the ba by] .  W e don't w a nt to disru pt a ny
bonding , so she w a s a llow ed specia l tim e, not reg u la r visita tion.  Reg u la r
visita tion is too yu ck y.  And a t the sa m e tim e, w e don't w a nt this g irl to be holding
her ba by, a nd [it is m a k ing ]  everybody else jea lou s.

û A lot of the g irls w hen first brou g ht in sa y they m ig ht be preg na nt a nd ha ve
sexu a lly tra nsm itted disea ses.  W e test them  so w e cou ld sta rt them  on prena ta l
ca re.
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û W hen w e ta lk  a bou t m a le dependency, w e a re a sk ed to com e in a nd do a  'booster
shot,' a ssu m ing  tha t these you ng  people k now  [a bou t sexu a lity, bu t]  one of the
first thing s I lea rned w a s tha t ju st beca u se a  fou rteen-yea r-old ha s ha d a  ba by,
don't a ssu m e tha t she k now s w here her cervix is.

Interpreta tion/Ana lysis  The lack  of sexu al responsibility is another w ay in w hich g irls can
dam a g e them selves that m ay not be obviou s to a u thorities.  These g irls m ay u se sex as a  tool in
their search for secu rity.  If the boy doesn’t provide them  w ith this sense of secu rity, then m aybe
they w ill g et preg nant and the baby w ill provide it for them .  Som e also see a baby as one w ay to
k eep them  ou t of trou ble by forcing  them  into a  m ore responsible role.  This w illing ness to ta k e
risk s w ith their bodies and have their ow n babies is lik ely another exam ple of these g irls
searching  for som eone to love them  and som eone they can tru st— or m aybe for som eone to ju st
ta k e notice.

Som e of these fem a le ju venile delinqu ents sa y they see no g ood  rea son to live.  Som e of
these g irls say they have either attem pted su icide or are considered at risk  for attem pting  su icide.
 W hen qu estioned abou t this, several say they can sim ply see no reason to live.  Som e ta k e it
even fu rther and say that com m itting  su icide w ou ld be doing  a  favor for parents or others in their
lives.  Even w hen reasons for living  a re su g g ested, these g irls say they are u nable to accept them .

ü If you  w ou ld ju st die, sooner or la ter, tim e w ou ld hea l a ll w ou nds.

ü They’d [rela tives a nd friends]  rea lize tha t they’d see you  a g a in beca u se they w ill
die som eda y too.

û In g enera l w e see a  lot of su icida l beha vior especia lly in the ru na w a y u nit.  They
do lots of u nhea lthy beha viors.

ü Sta ying  a live a nd seeing  a ll the pa in I’ve pu t people throu g h— It w ou ld be ea sier
to end m y life a nd ha ve them  g o throu g h the pa in qu ick .

ü [Dea th is]  rea l for m e.  I w ill la y dea d in tha t ca sk et, a s dea d a s dea d ca n be.

ü Tha t w a s the w orst da y of m y life, being  born.  Give m e a  g u n.  I’ll ju st do it.

E. CRIM INAL INVOLVEM ENT THROUG H G ANG S, DRUG S, AND TECHNOLOGY

M a ny report a  rise in g a ng  a ctivity, pa rticu la rly a m ong  fem a les, a nd  its role in the g row ing
crim e ra tes.  G a ng  involvem ent cou ld lead to seriou s problem s for g irls.  Experts participating
in this su rvey say g irls are often u sed to transport dru g s, w eapons, or other contraband beca u se
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the m ale m em bers feel that the system  is easier on g irls.  G etting  into a  g a ng  for a  g irl can often
m ean fu rther destru ction of sexu ally responsible practices, say respondents in this stu dy.  G irls
can either fig ht their w ay in or g et "sexed in" w here they have sex w ith 4-5 m ale m em bers. 
G etting  g irls ou t of g a ng s m ay prove to be m ore challeng ing  even than g etting  boys ou t beca u se
of the hig h valu e g irls place on relationships and bonds.

û The rea l increa ses w ith fem a les a re involvem ent in g a ng s.  Violent crim es . . . a
lot of this increa se is du e to a  rela tionship.  [Also]  fem a les a re g etting  a  sense of
pow er.  If they're not fig hting  w ith the m a les, they ha ve their ow n fem a le g a ng s.

ü M y g a ng  [w a s m y su pport system ] .  They w ere there to ba ck  m e u p on the ou ts.  I
didn’t ha ve to w orry a bou t som eone ju m ping  on m y ba ck  beca u se they w ere
a lw a ys there.

û W e ha ve a  you ng  la dy in here rig ht now  for robbery second.  W e ha ve a nother in
for hea vy g a ng  involvem ent w ith seriou s crim es a g a inst persons in the pa st.

ü I a lw a ys w a nted to be involved in a  g a ng .

û They a re m ore involved in g a ng  a ctivities.  U nfortu na tely this involves a n
increa se in sexu a l a ctivity.  This is how  they ju m p in.  They ha ve to ha ve sex w ith
4-5 m em bers.  W e ha ve seen a n increa se in fem a les tha t a re being  deta ined tha t
a re preg na nt.  W e see a  hig her a m ou nt of fem a les w ho com e in w ith STDs
(sexu a lly tra nsm itted disea ses).  I w ou ld sa y this is tru e w ith the g u ys too, bu t
m ore so w ith the fem a les.

ü I’m  sixteen a nd I’m  here for g a ng  involvem ent, ca r theft, a nd second deg ree
robbery.

Interpreta tion/Ana lysis  The self destru ctive behaviors discu ssed above are m ore lik ely to be
positively reinforced by g a ng s.  Sexu al prom iscu ity can g et g irls into a  g rou p that they say w ill
provide them  w ith som e of the secu rity and sense of belong ing  that they so desperately w ant. 
Other behaviors su ch as su bstance abu se and crim inal activity m ay also be reinforced in the
g a ng s.  Despite the neg a tives of g a ng s, they are providing  these g irls w ith a sense of secu rity that
the system , com m u nity, and society as a  w hole have not offered.  There is lik ely a   need to
identify the attractive elem ents of g a ng  life, su ch as protection, secu rity and a sense of
belong ing , and help g irls find other w ays to m eet those needs. 

W hile nea rly a ll the g irls ha ve u sed  dru g s, a ttitu des a bou t dru g  u se va ry.  Fem ale ju venile
delinqu ents in this stu dy report an extrem ely hig h rate of dru g  u se.  The dru g s they talk  abou t
rang e from  alcohol and m ariju ana  to acid and crack .  W hile som e of the g irls say they still have
an interest in u sing  dru g s, others say they are afraid of u sing  a g a in.  Som e aren't su re.
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ü I k now  I a m  [g oing  to u se dru g s] .  The first da y I g et ou t. 

ü Tha t's w ha t I'm  g onna  do.

ü I don't think — I m ig ht— I don't w a nt to— I m ig ht.

ü Sta y in m y room  a ll da y a nd g et hig h.

ü You 're not g oing  to ha ve fu n!  You 're g oing  to g et a ddicted.  You 're g onna  die
from  it!

ü I still fea r u sing  dru g s, even thou g h rig ht now  I'm  m a d a t the dru g s.  It w ill be a  
lifelong  thing  w ith m e.

ü M y fea r is doing  dru g s, friends, you  k now .

Interpreta tion/Ana lysis  The varying  a ttitu des tow ards dru g s are m ost lik ely du e to different
levels in prog ress w ithin dru g  treatm ent prog ra m s.  W hile m any g irls are not ready to g ive u p
dru g s, others u nderstand their destru ctiveness, and still others are realistic abou t the dang ers of
addicts slipping  back  into old habits.
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Som e detention center directors report a  rise in violent crim e a m ong  fem a les—  others sa y
no.  Those w ho believe that there is a rise attribu te this to an increase in g a ng  related activities
and a sense of com petition w ith the boys.  Others say that g irls are becom ing  m ore violent
beca u se of situ ations at hom e. 

û Fem a les a re becom ing , or som e of the g irls w e a re dea ling  w ith a re trying  to be
m ore delinqu ent, trying  to be m ore lik e the boys.  It's m ore of a  cha lleng e— to be
ha rd, to be sea soned.

û [Com pa red to five yea rs a g o g irls a re]  a  lot m ore a g g ressive.  A lot m ore
independent.  A lot of them  ha ve to be, beca u se of their hom e lives, a re they
com m itting  m ore seriou s crim es?  I w ou ldn't sa y tha t.

û Girls a re sta rting  to g et m ore involved in the pu blic sa fety issu e.  Com m u nities
a re perceiving  g irls a s potentia lly [da ng erou s] .  Tha t’s beg inning  to be m ore of a
fa ctor.

Interpreta tion/Ana lysis  Thou g h w e cannot claim  statistical sig nificance beca u se of the
nu m bers of g irls w e are dealing  w ith, the nu m erical data does u nderscore the g eneral attitu des of
the experts based on  their com m ents and statem ents.  (See chart above com paring  violent crim e
arrests.)

Fem a le ju venile offenders report tha t technolog ica l a d va nces ha ve spa rk ed  delinqu ent
a ctivity.  They say that technolog y has enabled ju veniles to have easier access to sophisticated
w eaponry and this m a k es it easier to com m it fra u d and access bank  accou nts.  Detention center
directors report an increase of fra u d and sim ilar offenses.

ü Hig h technolog y ha s developed hig h-tech dru g s a nd w ea pons.

ü And you  ca n g et socia l secu rity nu m bers, credit ca rd nu m bers . . .

û There a re m ore property crim es, m isu se of credit ca rd type of offenses.
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III.  W HO THESE G IRLS ARE . . .

W ho a re these g irls?  The follow ing  series of charts show s som e of the different dem og raphic
characteristics of Iow a's fem ale ju venile delinqu ent popu lation as of April 1, 1997.  The data  w as
collected from  eig ht ju dicial districts representing  99 cou nties.
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IV.  PREVENTING  G IRLS FROM  G ETTING  INTO THE SYSTEM  . . .

A. RECOG NIZING  INW ARD ACTS— EARLY

Experts sa y the differences betw een m a le a nd fem a le ju venile delinqu ents a re evident in
their beha viors.  The m ost com m only m entioned behavioral difference the experts note is the
tendency for g irls to act inw ard and boys to act ou tw ard.  The experts participating  in this stu dy
say w hen a  g irl is having  problem s or is "at risk ," she tends to hu rt herself first— she m ay
develop eating  disorders, becom e su icidal, participate in su bstance abu se, eng a g e in u nhealthy
sexu al practices, or ru n aw ay, a m ong  other thing s.  According  to these experts, w ith appropriate
training  a nd prog ra m  developm ent, those involved in the system  cou ld recog nize and deal w ith
these issu es m ore effectively.

û Girls a ct in a nd boys a ct ou t.

û Girls hu rt them selves a nd boys hu rt others.

û W e a re look ing  a t ea rly intervention in the g ra de school.  W hen they a re look ing
for a t-risk  k ids, they a re look ing  a t beha viors tha t a re g eneric for boys.  W hen I
a sk  a bou t k ids w ho a re depressed or tired, none of these thing s a re on this list in
this 'innova tive' new  prog ra m .

û Obviou sly boys tend to a ct ou t m ore.  A lot of the g irls [direct their beha vior]
m ore interna lly a nd it's not a lw a ys noticed beca u se it's not a ffecting  others, ju st
them selves. 

û You ng  la dies a re . . . still a cting  inw a rd a  lot m ore tha n the ou tw a rd delinqu ency
stu ff.

Interpreta tion/Ana lysis  This research indicates recog nizing  these behaviors needs to start
before the g irls ever g et to the ju venile ju stice system .  Prog ra m s that w ork  w ith teachers to help
them  recog nize children that are "at risk " shou ld m a k e su re that their prog ra m s are training
edu cators to recog nize these m ore su btle, bu t ju st as seriou s, "at risk " behaviors.  The
im plication w ou ld be, all prog ra m s that w ork  w ith you th shou ld be aw are of these differences,
bu t schools are a  g ood place to start beca u se of their close contact w ith stu dents.

B. OFFERING  LOCAL ACTIVITIES AND OPPORTUNITIES

G irls pa rticipa ting  in this resea rch identify teen centers a nd jobs a s m ea ns for preventing
delinqu ent beha viors.  These g irls say that if there w ere m ore activities for teena g ers they
w ou ld have less free tim e and probably not have g otten in as m u ch trou ble.  They also say that
jobs cou ld have helped occu py their tim e and g iven them  a sense of responsibility.
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ü I ha d a  job, so I cou ld w ork  tha t off w hen I w a s a t m y job.
ü If w e ha d m ore pla ces tha t you ng  teen-a g ers ca n g o to ha ve fu n or m a k e som e

m oney.

ü W e need m ore stu ff for u s to do.  The only thing s there is for u s to do is sk a ting ,
the 'Y', bow ling  . . .

ü I think  k ids shou ld be m ore involved in school, ju st stu ff tha t w ill k eep you  bu sy,
stu ff tha t w ill m a k e you  feel better a bou t w ho you  a re, lik e if you  try ou t for
cheerlea ding  a nd you  m a k e it you 'll feel better.

Interpreta tion/Ana lysis  W ith research indicating  ju veniles desire m ore activities and
responsibilities, ag a in, an opportu nity for the com m u nity to step in arises.  According  to this
research, com m u nity m em bers shou ld consider w hat k ind of activities they offer local teena g ers
and w hether there is a leg itim ate need for m ore recreation and entertainm ent for you th.  Efforts
to m otivate stu dents to valu e school and w ork  (throu g h school-to-w ork  initiatives, for exam ple)
cou ld help these g irls locate job opportu nities w ithin their com m u nities before they g et into
trou ble.

V.  ONCE G IRLS ARE IN THE SYSTEM  . . .

A. BUILDING  TRUST AND RELATIONSHIPS

Bu ilding  rela tionships w ith fem a le ju venile delinqu ents is im pera tive to providing
su ccessfu l services, sa y experts.  These experts say that a  relationship and certain level of tru st
established betw een fem ale ju venile delinqu ents and those w ho w ork  w ith them  is the first step
to a su ccessfu l treatm ent prog ra m .  They also say that fru strations arise w hen others in the
system  cannot see the im portance of establishing  a  relationship and u nderstand the tim e that this
can ta k e.

û You  ha ve to ha ve a  rela tionship first.

û Instea d of the system  sa ying  tha t she ha s to be in school every w eek , ra ther tha n
ta k e into considera tion tha t w e've m a de prog ress in a  rela tionship w ith her.

û The ina bility to tru st ha s becom e a  hu g e issu e for these g irls.

û W e try to focu s on developing  rela tionships w ith them  rig ht off the ba t.  W e ca n
u ndersta nd intera ctions w ith a u thority m ore instea d of rebelling  a g a inst them .
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û W ith g irls, the rela tionship is so im porta nt, a nd by the tim e w e develop the
rela tionship, w e need to tra nsition them  ou t.

G irls also say that relationships are im portant.  Fem ale offenders participating  in this stu dy say
that strong  relationships m a k e their treatm ent m ore su ccessfu l.  They frequ ently spea k  of their
inability to tru st staff m em bers.  These offenders say this tru st is violated w hen staff m em bers
openly talk  abou t the g irls in front of others or in front of a  g irl as if she is not there.  They say
that peers are m ore lik ely to care abou t them  than staff.  M any of these g irls say they resent staff
beca u se they can't tru st them .

ü You  ca n be m ore independent [a t this fa cility]  . . . they trea ted you  lik e pa rt of
their fa m ily.  You  cou ld tell them  a nything  a nd they w ou ldn't trea t you  lik e tha t
w a s ba d.  All the other pla ces w ere lik e, "W ell you  g otta  do this or else."

ü Som etim es I don't need cou nseling , I ju st need som eone to listen.

ü You  ca n't hu g  ea ch other a nd I think  w e need to hu g  ea ch other.  W hen som eone's
rea lly hu rt, lik e m e a nd [a nother g irl]  w ere in a  prog ra m  before a nd now  w e ca n't
even tou ch ea ch other.

ü W e need friends.  W e don't need som ebody w ho's g oing  to dow ng ra de u s.  W e
a lrea dy ha ve problem s. . . . It m a k es u s torn u p inside. . . . It's lik e, w e hold a ll
this stu ff in beca u se w e ca n't even ta lk  a bou t nothing  beca u se w e don't even k now
these people!

ü And they tell u s tha t w e ca n't ta lk  a bou t ea ch other, bu t they [sta ff]  ta lk  a bou t
different sta ff rig ht in front of u s.

ü And [ta lk ing  a bou t u s]  rea lly hu rts ou r feeling s. . . . They a ct lik e w e don't ha ve
no feeling s, either. 

ü One of the sta ff m em bers w a s a sk ing  ou r residentia l coordina tor if she'd seen m y
g rieva nce, a nd she sa id, "Yea h, a nd it m a k es m e a lm ost w a nt to la u g h."  It m a de
m e feel ba d, think in', there's no point in even doin' tha t.

ü [W ha t w ou ld rea lly w ork  is]  people tha t rea lly ca re— no phonies.

ü [W ha t w ork s is]  people w ho a ctu a lly ta k e the tim e to listen to you .

ü Yea h, if you  open u p to you r a dvoca tes, tha t's su pposed to be betw een you  tw o . . .
a nd they end u p w riting  it dow n on pa per.

ü Physica l conta ct is a  w a y of hea ling  a nd feeling  su pport.
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ü Tru st.  They g ot to tru st u s.  I u ndersta nd tha t there a re a  lot of people w ho ju st
don't deserve it.  Bu t I think  you  g ot to g ive it [tru st]  to them  a nd then if they
brea k  it then you  sa y, "Hey, now  w e g ot to ba ck  u p."

ü Or lik e the other sta ff w ill sa y som ething  a bou t it . . . you  k now  it w ill
a ccidenta lly slip . . . or they w rite it dow n in a  book .

ü Tha t's w hy I don't tell them  nothing .  I k now  they ta lk , ba ck  in the office.  I k now
they ta lk  to ea ch other.  Tha t's w hy I'm  ca u tiou s a bou t w ha t I'm  g oing  to sa y to
them .  You  ju st don't w a nt a ny body else k now ing .  It's lik e . . . there g oes you r
feeling s.

ü It's tru st.  You  lose you r tru st w ith som ebody.

ü They g a ve m e a  [disciplina ry]  sheet for holding  [a nother g irl's]  ha nd w hen it w a s
a  torna do drill.  It w a s rea lly sca ry!

ü I've hea rd sta ff ta lk  a bou t people ou t lou d.

ü W hen you  a sk  for a  tim e-ou t sta ff sits rig ht there a nd tea rs you  dow n.

ü I don't think  they ca re.  I k now  they sa y they do, bu t . . .

ü Beca u se of m y politica l opinions, I ha ve been pu t dow n by sta ff.

ü I ca n see how  it w ou ld be ha rd for other people to m a k e it throu g h the prog ra m
a s fa st a s I did.  It
m ig ht ta k e them
long er to bu ild u p
tru st.

ü I've ha d sta ff tha t set m e u p so tha t I rea lly g ot in a  lot of trou ble for som ething  I
didn't do.

ü W e ha ve sta ff tha t com e w ork  [w ith u s]  from  [a nother g rou p] .  They ta lk  a bou t
those people.  I think , "Oh God, w ha t a re they sa ying  a bou t m e to them ?"

Interpreta tion/Ana lysis  This research indicates these g irls distru st the system  before they even
g et into it.  This m eans that to reach these g irls, there needs to be a  platform  of tru st on w hich to
bu ild a relationship.  Rig ht now , m any of these g irls say they do not tru st staff enou g h in order to
open u p to them .  M any say they don't even feel com fortable g oing  to staff w ith m ore basic
problem s lik e g rievances.  This w ou ld indicate som e g u idelines need to be established in order to
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create an environm ent in w hich a  relationship can develop.  First and forem ost it seem s that
these g u idelines m u st address tru st and confidentiality.  Relationships are su ch a big  part of
m any of these g irls' lives that the k ey to m a k ing  real prog ress w ith these g irls is som ehow
developing  a  positive, su pportive one.

Perha ps m ore a la rm ing  tha n the a bu se these g irls here fa ced  in their history a re their
reports of a bu se w ithin the ju venile ju stice system .  Perhaps the g reatest obstacle to tru st and
prog ress w ithin the ju venile ju stice system  com es throu g h the acts of abu se occu rring  w ithin the
ju venile ju stice system , according  to these g irls and experts.  Som e of the g irls say they are being
abu sed by those w ithin the system  before there is even a  cou rt referral.  Som e experts also say
that these g irls are ju stified in their fear once they are in the system .

ü I've been throu g h tim es w here I'd g et pu lled over a nd the police w ou ld a sk  for
sexu a l fa vors or da ncing  a nd [in retu rn]  they w ou ldn't tu rn m e in.  M a les tend to
persu a de you  to do thing s you  don't w a nt to do.  Then they tu rn you  in a nyw a y.

ü W hen I see a  sta ff [m em ber]  hitting  som eone, I don't w a nt to see it.

ü . . . this w om a n still w ork s here.  She ha d her [a  ju venile]  u p a g a inst the w a ll a nd
w a s chok ing  her. . . . Another sta ff ha d to ca lm  her dow n . . . she w ou ldn't lea ve. 
You  k now , they tell u s tha t you 're su pposed to w a lk  a w a y from  the situ a tion, bu t
they don't.

û After ha ving  a  g irl sta y a t one of these pla ces, they com e ba ck  m ore ha rdened. 
M ore fem a les a re involved w ith viciou s a cts.  It's a s if they ha ve no hea rt. 

ü At one prog ra m , [a  ju venile trea tm ent fa cility] , I w a s ra ped by a  sta ff m em ber
there.  I reported it, bu t the physica l proof w a sn't there.  He w a s hired ba ck , a nd I
ha d to g o ba ck  there.

ü I don't rea lly feel sa fe.  Sa y [for exa m ple a  g irl]  g ot m a d a t her a nd sta rts sa ying
stu ff to her a nd sta rts g etting  u p in her fa ce.  I persona lly [feel]  there's only one
sta ff [m em ber]  tha t I feel w ou ld rea lly even su pport, tha t w ou ld sa y, "Hey, you
k nock  it off!" . . . It a in't very secu re here.

ü I w ent to school a nd it w a s ha rd to g et u p the streng th to g o a nd tell them  tha t I
w a s being  a bu sed.  I didn't w a nt m y brother a nd m e to g et hu rt a nym ore.  M y
cou nselor sa id they'd g et in tou ch w ith som eone w ho w ou ld help.  They ca lled m y
pa rents, so tha t led to a  big  bea ting .  I w a s ba sica lly a bu sed for [reporting  a bu se
to a  cou nselor] .  Em erg ency services shou ld ta k e them  a w a y from  the hou se a nd
then [investig a te] .  I think  they need to g et it done fa ster a nd m ore efficiently.
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û They ha ve to protect them selves from  physica l a nd verba l, em otiona l a bu se a ll the
tim e.  And tha t doesn't m ea n m en.

ü I think  u nder the rig ht circu m sta nces, [a  ju venile trea tm ent fa cility cou ld ha ve
helped m e] .  The circu m sta nces tha t w ere g oing  on there I don't think  they w ere
very hea lthy.  The first or second tim e I w a s there, a  sta ff m em ber there w a s
sexu a lly a bu sing  k ids, pu tting  k ids dow n.

ü There ha ve been incidences of sexu a l a ssa u lt, a nd this g u y [a  trea tm ent fa cility
sta ff m em ber]  ha d a  history of tha t.  How  cou ld you  not check  tha t ou t?

ü Som eone sa id they w ere ra cist a g a inst Na tive Am erica ns, a nd I'm  Na tive
Am erica n.  I confronted tha t person.  To this da y I ha ve never lik ed tha t person. 
They still w ork  a t the [fa cility] . 

Interpreta tion/Ana lysis  Finding s indicate im plications of this history of abu se are very seriou s.
 These g irls do not tru st or reach ou t to anyone.  They internalize their su ffering ; their self-
esteem  plu m m ets and any violent acts are u su ally a g a inst their ow n bodies.  Research indicates
that by the tim e som eone steps in, bu ilding  a  relationship based on tru st shou ld be the u ltim ate,
yet m ost challeng ing , g oal.  Abu se w ithin the system  starts the g irls ou t in a system  that has
already destroyed their tru st and cou ld u nderm ine any potential for establishing  the necessary
relationship. 

B. ADJUSTING TO M EET G IRLS' NEEDS

Experts sa y tha t som e ju venile ju stice sta ffers a re relu cta nt to w ork  w ith g irls.  They say
that som e consider g irls m ore difficu lt than boys and say that g irls w ear them  ou t.  Som e
directors say that their staff, m ales and fem ales alik e, say that they w ish the facility only served
boys.

û Ask  m ost people, they'll tell you , "I'd ra ther w ork  w ith g u ys," a nd even the fem a le
sta ff w ou ld sa y tha t— "God, I ju st w ish w e served g u ys."  How  a m  I g oing  to g et
these people to think  a bou t m ore sensitive prog ra m m ing  for these w om en a nd
w ha t I g et ba ck  is “k eep them  ou tta  here!”

û I u sed to think  tha t I didn't lik e to w ork  w ith g irls. . . . Bu t a ll of the resea rch w a s
on m a les.  I didn't ha ve a nything  on fem a les.  There w a sn't a  thing  in there a bou t
g irls, bu t I k new  tha t this didn't w ork  for g irls. 

û You  shou ldn't be w ork ing  w ith g irls if you  don't w a nt to.

û I ha ve sta ff w ho sa y, "I'm  tired of ha ving  50  g irls on m y ca seloa d, beca u se they
w ea r you  ou t."  It is tim e for equ a lity.  The m en don't w a nt the g irls for the sa m e
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rea son.

Interpreta tion/Ana lysis  This stu dy indicates som e of this additional stress reported as a resu lt
of w ork ing  w ith g irls is leg itim ate.  Experts say it can be m ore challeng ing  to w ork  w ith g irls
beca u se they tend to snow ball their problem s and it requ ires additional effort to establish the
necessary relationships needed to m a k e real prog ress; how ever, this research also indicates that
this stress cou ld be redu ced throu g h training  that w ou ld ack now ledg e the differences betw een
boys and g irls.  Experts say too often staff are trying  to deal w ith fem ales u sing  the m ale m odel
they w ere trained u nder and ru nning  into brick  w alls.  This w ou ld im ply that new  or additional
training  is needed not only to benefit the fem ale ju venile offenders, bu t to help ou t the staff as
w ell.

There is strong  su pport for g ender specific prog ra m m ing .  This su pport com es from  the
experts and ju veniles alik e.  They say effective prog ra m m ing  needs to ack now ledg e the
differences betw een g irls and boys.

û [Gender specific prog ra m m ing  is]  very im porta nt.  There a re different issu es. 
For exa m ple, the difference betw een fa thers' roles a nd m others' roles.  You  need
to eng a g e them  differently.

ü Fem a les need specia l trea tm ent beca u se society tells u s w e su ck .  W e ca n't do
a nything  if w e think  w e don't deserve it.  W e a re different.

û It's rea l im porta nt a nd w e need m ore of it.

û Issu es for fem a les a re different tha n issu es for m a les.  Therefore, services m u st be
g ender specific.

û Girls ha ve issu es tha t a re different tha n boys; m ost prog ra m s a re ba sed on m a le
desig ned m odels.

ü Beca u se there a re a  lot of fem a les tha t a re a fra id to spea k  ou t a nd seek  ou t
a ttention [a ppropria tely] .

û Girls a re different tha n boys a nd shou ld be trea ted so.  Don’t they deserve it?

û Girls ha ve different, u niqu e needs; prog ra m s presently w ere developed by m a les
for m a les.

û Girls a re developm enta lly different tha n boys.

ü [It's im porta nt to ha ve]  other g irls to ta lk  to a nd not ha ve to w orry a bou t boys.
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û Girls ha ve specific a nd different needs— these differences need to be recog nized,
va lu ed, a nd incorpora ted into prog ra m s.

û Fem a les ha ve different needs ba sed on fem a les developm ent!  And the w orld
needs to a ck now ledg e tha t!

ü Beca u se m en a re different a nd so a re w e. W e need different thing s.

û I think  a  big  thing  is tha t you  don't ha ve to tu rn g irls into boys.  It's recog nizing
w ha t ea ch g ender
bring s to a  situ a tion
a nd va lu ing  tha t.

Cha rt Note These nu m bers reflected in this chart are the resu lt from  the fax/m ail su rvey
sent to facilities across the state.  The sam e qu estion w as ask ed to the rou nd table
participants w here all 12 participants responded that g ender specific prog ra m m ing  w as
“very im portant.”

W hile the su pport for g ender specific prog ra m m ing  is strong , experts a nd  g irls a g ree tha t
individu a lized prog ra m m ing  m a y be even m ore im porta nt.  Experts participating  in this
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stu dy say that prog ra m m ing  w ou ld be m ore effective if the services w ithin the prog ra m  w ere
tailored m ore tow ard individu a l needs.  The cu rrent system  is oriented m ore tow ard trying  to
find the prog ra m  that fits the g irls m ost closely rather than ta k ing  the prog ra m  and m a k ing  it fit
the person experts say.   

û Differences shou ld be dea lt w ith on a  one-to-one ba sis.  

û Instea d of a  line, it needs to be a  circle.  W e a re cha nneling  k ids into slots
depending  on the fu nding .

û Illinois ha s a  trea tm ent pla n tha t you  enter on a  ca se-by-ca se ba sis.  I'd lik e the
m oney to g o to individu a ls ra ther tha n a  system .

G irls participating  in this research say they feel shortchang ed w hen prog ra m ing  is not
individu alized.  They say that individu ally tailored prog ra m s w ou ld be m ore effective.  Every
g irl is different and has different needs and issu es bu t the cu rrent system  does not ack now ledg e
this, g irls say.

ü I feel [individu a lized prog ra m m ing ]  is m ore fa ir, it's lik e, you  ca n't trea t m e the
exa ct w a y you 're trea ting  everybody else . . .

ü In g rou p hom es, you  don't ha ve [individu a lized prog ra m m ing ] .  Everybody w ork s
on the sa m e prog ra m .  Bu t how  a m  I g oing  to g o hom e a nd m a k e it?

ü You  w ork  on life sk ills, a nd sobriety, bu t w ha t a bou t you , individu a lly?

ü Individu a l prog ra m s [w ou ld w ork ] .  Lik e, "You  ca n't trea t m e lik e you  trea t
them ."

ü W ork  ha rd on every individu a l.  You  ca n't ju st focu s on a  w hole g rou p.

Interpreta tion/Ana lysis  Thou g h the research indicates behavioral tendencies for g irls, these are
only tendencies and ideally the system  w ou ld have enou g h flexibility to desig n prog ra m  g oals
and activities arou nd the specific needs of the individu al g irls.

Som e experts sa y tha t cha ng es tha t m a y benefit g irls, m ig ht benefit boys a s w ell.  W hile
these experts say that boys are g etting  into the system  faster and earlier than g irls, they m ay not
be doing  better w ith boys per se.  These experts say that m aybe there are better prog ra m s for
boys, too, particu larly m ore individu alized approaches.

û Girls need to be trea ted m u ch differently, how ever the boys cou ld benefit from
being  trea ted m ore lik e g irls.
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û I don't k now  [if the system  is trea ting  boys]  better, bu t m ore often.

û W ell, it g ets them  into a  system  sooner.  I don't k now  if they're being  trea ted
better thou g h.

Interpreta tion/Ana lysis  This research reveals au thorities w ithin the system  w ho feel that boys
cou ld benefit ju st as m u ch as fem ales from  m ore individu alized prog ra m m ing .  Others also say
boys w ou ld benefit from  less confrontation prog ra m m ing  a s w ell.  This stu dy does not look  a t
the needs of boys, so these com m ents are not su bstantiated w ith data  and w ou ld requ ire a
separate stu dy for confirm ation, bu t there is som e indication that perhaps prog ra m m ing  chang es
need to be m ade for m ales and fem ales alik e.

Confronta tion m odels, a s they a re cu rrently u sed , do not w ork  a s w ell for g irls sa y experts
a nd ju veniles.  G irls say that confrontation is cu rrently being  u sed at a  level that is u nrealistic
and not applicable to life ou tside of placem ents.  Experts say that g irls have a  harder tim e w ith
the confrontation m odel beca u se they w ou ld rather su pport each other than confront each other.

ü Yea h, you  confront people, bu t people in tha t [fa cility]  g otta  lea rn how  to
confront people in a  helpfu l w a y.  They ca n't confront people to g et
ba ck  a t ea ch other or ha ve pow er over som ebody.  Tha t's a  big
thing  tha t the g irls need to lea rn.  W ha t is the difference betw een
helpfu l confronting  a nd g ettin'-ba ck  confronting .

ü They tell u s to confront ou r peers. . . . W ha t's tha t m a k ing  u s?  Nothing  . . . one
g irls g ets m a d a t you  a nd w e a ll sta rt pla ying  g et-ba ck  g a m es. . . . Everybody ju st
a g a inst ea ch other.  And the sta ff sits ba ck  w riting  a  log  a bou t it, a nd holds it
a g a inst u s.

ü I a ccidenta lly dropped m y roll in m y pu dding  a nd thou g ht it ta sted pretty g ood. 
All the food pu rists a t the ta ble w ere lik e, "OOOH!" a nd the sta ff ca m e over a nd
sa id, "You  ca n NOT do tha t!" . . . Yea h, som e think ing  needs to be cha ng ed, bu t
w hether I ea t pu dding  w ith a  roll, I'm  g oing  to do tha t w hen I g et ou t!

ü W e need people tha t a re g onna  su pport u s.  If it [confronta tion]  w a s [done]  m ore
priva tely . . . m a ybe people w ou ldn't ta k e it lik e they do.  W hen som eone w a lk  u p
to you  a nd sa y, "You  g onna  ta k e a  look  a t this."  You  sa y, "W ha t?"  Tha t's k ind of
em ba rra ssing  w hen everybody else is a rou nd. . . . Then you  g otta  fill everybody
else in.  Bu t w e ca n't do tha t to them  [sta ff] .  You  m ig ht w a nt to ta k e a  look  a t
this, bu t you  ca n't do tha t in front of g rou p.  W e g ot to be secretive.  W e g otta



______________
Boddy M edia  G rou p

34

ta k e them  into a nother room  w here nobody is . . .

ü It's so fa k e.  W e w ou ldn't a ct lik e tha t on the ou ts.

ü I don't think  it w ork s.  They shou ld ha ve a  tim e of da y w hen they a ll sit dow n a nd
la y ou t their concerns, so they ca n g ive it a  g rou p focu s.

Interpreta tion/Ana lysis  Fem ale ju venile offenders in this stu dy do not lik e the confrontation
m odel, and even m ore sig nificant, often resent staff m em bers for enforcing  it.  M any tim es this
cou ld create an “u s ag a inst them ” relationship betw een staff and g irls.  This ag a in u nderm ines
any positive relationships staff and g irls have created.  It also allow s g irls to bond on a  neg a tive
com m onality— resentm ent of staff.  G irls w ou ld rather feel that they cou ld su pport each other
and concentrate on positives w hen relating  to each other.  The only w ay g irls say the
confrontation m odel w ou ld w ork  better for them  is if they cou ld see it applied in a  w ay that the
confrontation is m ore realistic and applicable to life ou tside of placem ent.

C. CURRENT SERVICES

Cou nseling  is the m ost com m on service provided  in prog ra m s for ju venile offenders.   
Cou nseling  is done throu g h individu al sessions or g rou p sessions.  M any facilities u se both. 
Som e detention center directors w ish they cou ld do m ore w ith cou nseling .  G rou ps and
cou nseling  prog ra m s deal w ith a  w ide variety of issu es.  They can address fa m ily problem s,
behavior m ana g em ent, and su rviving  ab u se, a m ong  others.  M any of these g irls u se the
cou nseling  to deal w ith abu se and victim  issu es.

û It ta lk s a  lot a bou t victim iza tion.  From  those g rou ps, g irls ha ve a sk ed to ha ve
individu a l tim e w ith those cou nselors.

û W e provide AA (Alcoholics Anonym ou s) a nd NA (Na rcotics Anonym ou s).  W e
provide nig htly g rou ps tha t w ill dea l w ith issu es of stress m a na g em ent, a ng er
control, prepa ring  for the next pla cem ent.  There is a  lot of one-on-one stu ff. 

û If m oney w ere no object,  I'd ha ve a  certified cou nselor, a  nu rse, w e ha ve a
contra cted nu rse, bu t a nother thing  w ou ld be a  sta ff psychia trist.  Bu t see, tha t's
ju st it.  W e're ju st a  holding  fa cility a nd if the ju venile does need to see som eone,
they'll be tra nsported to tha t doctor's office.

Fem ale ju venile delinqu ents have m ixed feeling s abou t cou nseling .  M any g irls say they are
g etting  a  positive experience ou t of cou nseling  bu t w ish they cou ld spend m ore tim e w ith their
cou nselor.  They say even once w eek ly sessions w ou ld be appreciated.  Others say they distru st
their cou nselors.  They say they feel u nable to disag ree w ith them  for fear of being  pu nished for
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defiance.  M any say they too often feel the cou nselors are telling  them  w hat they feel rather than
listening  to how  they feel and they are afraid to disag ree.  Others say cou nselors m a k e false
assu m ptions, often reg a rding  fa m ily life or abu se, that can g et the g irls in trou ble w hen it is pu t
into the cou nselor’s report.

ü M y cou nselor— I don't tru st her.  She a sk s w hy w e don't tru st her, bu t everything
g oes rig ht on the com pu ter.  Everybody k now s.

ü I've a lw a ys hea rd tha t w e a re su pposed to ha ve a n hou r w ith ou r cou nselor per
w eek  a nd I've spent 45 m inu tes w ith m ine since I've been here.  I've been here six
m onths!

ü A lot of tim es, in reports, there's a  lot of thing s tha t they sa id I sa id w hen I didn't.
 One pla ce I w a s told tha t the rea son
I did certa in thing s w a s tha t m y
fa ther a bu sed m e.  I never sa id tha t,
it w a s her opinion, bu t it w ent in the
report a s thou g h I sa id it.  It tore m y
fa m ily a pa rt.

ü In m y first trea tm ent I w a s a fra id to tell m y cou nselor tha t I didn't w a nt to g o
hom e, beca u se everything  g ets ba ck  to you r pa rents.

ü A cou ple of cou nselors here rea lly help.

ü I ha d this cou nselor a t [a  fa cility] , I cou ld tell she rea lly ca red a bou t m e, even
a fter I pu nched her a nd bea t her u p she stood ou tside m y door a nd I w a s bea ting
m y hea d a g a inst the floor, a nd she sa id to m e, ‘Even if I ha ve to sta nd a cross this
steel door a nd tell you  tha t I love you , I w ill.’ . . .  She ta u g ht m e thing s. . . . I’ll
tell m y cou nselor tha t w a s in [a  fa cility]  a nything .  Bu t I refu se to . . . w hen it
com es off tha t they don’t ca re.

Interpreta tion/Ana lysis  This research w ou ld indicate that w hen relationships are established
betw een those w ho w ork  for the system  and fem ale ju venile offenders, m ost often it is w ith a
cou nselor.  W hen this relationship is established is w hen these g irls have positive thing s to say
abou t their cou nselor.  W hen they say they feel they cannot tru st their cou nselor, or that they do
not feel a bond w ith their cou nselor is w hen fem ale ju venile offenders have neg a tive thing s to
say abou t cou nseling .

W eig ht com m ents a nd forced  diets a re very seriou s issu es to fem a le ju venile offenders. 
G irls say they are forced to diet if staff considers them  overw eig ht.  They also report that staff
and cou nselors m a k e com m ents abou t their w eig ht. They say these com m ents are derog a tory and
are said to g irls they think  are too thin and g irls they think  are too heavy.



______________
Boddy M edia  G rou p

36

ü I've hea rd m y cou nselor a nd the sta ff lots of tim es ca ll m e fa t.  I a sk ed to be pu t
on the diet ju st so they w on't ta lk  to m e lik e tha t.

ü They a lso cu t dow n people for being  too thin.  "Bea n Pole, if you  tu rn sidew a ys I
w on't see you ."  . . . You r self-esteem  g oes dow n.

ü [W hen I g et ou t]  I'm  not g oing  to ea t brea k fa st.  I'm  g oing  to sta rve m yself.

ü M y w eig ht ha s flu ctu a ted beca u se of ea ting  disorders a nd dru g s, bu t I feel hea lthy
now .  I've been so hu ng ry in here tha t I a m  rea dy to g o ba ck  a nd dig  throu g h the
g a rba g e ca ns lik e I u sed to.  I've lost eig ht pou nds in one w eek  a nd tha t is too
m u ch.  They still w on't ta k e m e off the diet.  The nu rse herself ca lled m e obese.

ü Is this g irl fa t?  This g irl is not fa t.  [No one shou ld pu t her on a  diet.]

Interpreta tion/Ana lysis  Com m ents from  these g irls indicate forced diets m a k e g irls becom e
extrem ely consciou s of their w eig ht and su ffer a blow  to their already low  self-esteem . 
Researchers say self-esteem  low ers in m ost all adolescent fem ales, bu t is w orse w hen the
traditional su pport system s su ch as fa m ily and friends cannot be cou nted on to have a  positive
influ ence as is the case here.  The concept of a  forced diet can only serve to m a k e a  g irl m ore
self consciou s of her physical appearance w hen she needs to be dealing  w ith her m ental and
em otional states.  If this is a prog ra m  that is retained, the process of determ ining  w ho needs
these diets and w ho doesn’t needs to be thorou g hly reexam ined.

School is enjoyed  m ore a nd perform a nce is im proved  w hen ju venile offenders a re in a
trea tm ent fa cility.  M any g irls say that their g rades and esteem  are m u ch im proved in their
academ ic life w hile in a  facility.  They spea k  enthu siastically abou t classes and instru ctors.  The
one com plaint they have is that m ore classes shou ld be offered.  Experts also spea k  of the
positive attitu des these g irls have tow ard school.

ü It's m ore stru ctu red so it's ha rder to g et into trou ble.  The cla ss sizes a re sm a ller
so it's ea sier to lea rn.  M y g ra des a re ba ck  u p to A's a nd B's.

ü You  ha ve a n Ed. Advisor.  They a re g ood.  Bu t they don't ha ve a  lot of a dva nced
cou rses, so I ca n't g o to colleg e.

ü The tea chers a re the best pa rt of this prog ra m .

ü They g ot m e ba ck  in school, so tha t's a bou t the only thing  [the system  ha s] done. 
You  ha ve to g o to school w hen you 're here.
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ü They g ive you  a  lot of incentive to g o to school.  You  ca n ea rn ca nteen a nd m ovies
on w eek ends.

ü I'm  g oing  to finish hig h school a nd becom e a  la w yer. . .

ü [School]  m a k es m e ha ppy.

ü I never did even g o to school.  All the people I hu ng  a rou nd w ith didn't g o either.
 I w a nted to g et ou t a nd do those neg a tive thing s.  Bu t now , to g et ou t of here you
g o to school, it's people you  thou g ht you 'd never m eet.  They don't u se dru g s,
they're fu n to be a rou nd.

ü Som e of the tea chers a re fu n.  You r friends a re g ood people.

ü I'm  g oing  to g o to colleg e.  I'm  g oing  to be a  ju venile ju stice cou nselor.

ü Colleg e.  M y brother w a nts m e to g o to Iow a  Sta te, bu t I w a nt to g o to Sou th
Da k ota , or m a ybe DM ACC.  I w a s think ing  a bou t psycholog y.  Being  a  socia l
person, or m a ybe a n a ctivist.

ü I thou g ht I w a s bou nd to be a  fa ilu re.  Now  I score 10 0 % on a ll m y tests.  I ha ve
a ll these sk ills.  I thou g ht I w a s stu pid, bu t I'm  intellig ent.

û The g irls especia lly lik e the school system .

Interpretation/Analysis  This study indicates that female juvenile delinquents are enjoying school
for several reasons.  Prior to placement, school probably seemed restrictive to these girls, but now
it is less restrictive than placement so it gives them a sense of freedom for part of the day.  To
some girls it may simply be an escape from a placement they don't like or they don't feel safe in. 
Some girls say they feel like they are learning more in school than in placement.  They know they
are supposed to be learning from placement, but some say they don't feel as if they are and they
find that frustrating.  Other girls say this is the first time they have ever really done well in school
(probably because of highly structured study time enforced in placement) and this newly found
success is providing them with a sense of self-worth and achievement.

D. DETENTION

According  to directors, overcrow ding  a ffects som e detention centers m ore tha n others . 
W hile som e directors report few  problem s w ith bed availability, others talk  abou t severe
consequ ences it is ca u sing  for both their facility and the ju veniles.  They say w hen the
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availability is lim ited—  ju veniles are being  tu rned aw ay or placed into inappropriate prog ra m s. 

û Rig ht now  w e ha ve rea lly low  nu m bers so there is no problem  in bed a va ila bility.
 Severa l other detention centers ha ve expa nded recently so the overcrow ding
problem  in Iow a  is decrea sed, bu t w e do occa siona lly g et ca ses from  other
centers.

û Da ily there is a  problem  w ith not enou g h beds. The cou nty ha s a lrea dy a pproved
a nd is a lrea dy g oing  a hea d w ith bu ilding  a  new  fa cility.  If w e g et a  referra l a nd
w e a re fu ll, w e expla in tha t to them  a nd a sk  if pla cem ent is necessa ry.  If they sa y
yes then m y sta ff ca lls m e a nd I look  a t a ll the inform a tion tha t w e ha ve on
cu rrent ju veniles in the fa cility.  W e a lso ca ll shelters a nd other detention centers
in the sta te.  W e do a  lot of shu ffling  in the m iddle of the nig ht.  The ju dg es a re
pla ced in extrem ely difficu lt positions.  They a re m a k ing  im porta nt decisions in
the m iddle of the nig ht.  K ids a re g etting  relea sed to the street tha t shou ldn't.

û Rig ht now  w e're a lm ost a t ca pa city; it va ries from  m onth to m onth.

û I think  the cou rts a nd the proba tion officers u sed to ha ve the lu xu ry of ta k ing  a
look  a t the child's individu a l needs a nd then trying  to plu g  them  into the prog ra m
tha t w ou ld m eet those needs.  Anym ore you  ju st look  for a n open bed. . . . This
lea ds the k ids rig ht ba ck  into detention.

Interpreta tion/Ana lysis  W ith a  lack  of space in already existing  prog ra m s, individu al needs are
even less lik ely to be m et, and even g eneral services cannot be provided.

G irls tha t a re held  a t detention centers a re lik ely to be held  for a  w ider va riety of rea sons
tha n boys, directors sa y.  M any say they see g irls for non-violent and violent crim es alik e. 
Directors say that they often g et g irls w ho have ru n a w a y from  other placem ents.  Som e say g irls
m ay be held for their ow n protection as w ell, especially if there is su spected g a ng  a ctivity.

û [These g irls a re in for]  a nything  a s m inor a s shoplifting , ta k ing  their pa rent's ca r,
to w e've held one for m u rder.  Genera lly stea ling , bu rg la ries, occa siona lly
a ssa u lt.

û [W ith g irls]  there is m ore property crim es, m isu se of credit ca rd type of offenses. 
W e do ha ve g irls w ith a ssa u lt bu t u su a lly they fa ll into these ca teg ories.

û M ost of the fem a les w e a re g etting  a re on the ru n from  a nother pla cem ent.  W e
ha ve seen a n increa se in fem a le violent offenders.  They a re m ore involved in
g a ng  a ctivities.
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û There m a y be a  tendency here w hen there is hea vy g a ng  involvem ent or it is 
su spected tha t the g irl is being  u sed for w ea pons holding  or dru g  tra ffick ing  to
hold her for her ow n protection.  Girls a re m ore lik ely to be held for their ow n
protection a s opposed to the m a les.

Interpreta tion/Ana lysis  W hile space is lim ited w ithin detention centers, g irls are still
som etim es g etting  in if their personal safety is threatened; particu larly w hen g a ng  a ctivity is
su spected.  This w ou ld indicate som e tendencies to recog nize the differences betw een m ale and
fem ale ju venile offenders.  W hile boys too can be threatened by g a ng s, officials are starting  to
realize the role of decoy or transporter that g irls often play in g a ng s and how  g etting  ca u g ht can
pu t them  a t risk  w ithin their ow n g a ng . 

VI.  G ETTING  G IRLS OUT OF THE SYSTEM . . .

A. THE M ANIPULATION G AM E

M a ny of these g irls sa y tha t they ca n g et ou t of these fa cilities if they ju st "pla y the g a m e."
 They say that cooperating  w ith the staff w ill g et them  ou t even if they are doing  it for the sole
pu rpose of look ing  a g reeable.  They say they w ill also tell cou nselors w hat they feel they w ant to
hear.  They are w ell versed on the term inolog y and say they have been in the system  long
enou g h to be conditioned to appropriate responses. 

ü Fa k e it ‘til you  m a k e it.

ü If you  w ork  the prog ra m , you  ca n g et ou t.

ü I'm  g oing  to do dru g s.  No one ca n stop m e from  doing  it.  They ca n pu t m e in
trea tm ent a nd I'll stop long  enou g h to g et ou t in the rea l w orld a g a in.  People do
tha t. I k now  they do tha t.  They tota lly front their w a y in the system  beca u se the
system  lets them  front their w a y.

ü I fronted m y w a y throu g h a ll the trea tm ents.

ü I a sk ed a  friend to g o to the ba throom  [u rina te]  for m e.  W hen they com e to check
you , they m a k e you  lea ve the ba throom  door open, bu t they don't w a tch you .  I
pou red it in, a nd a cted norm a l w hen I g a ve it to them .  M y U .A. ca m e ba ck  clea n.

ü W e k now  the la w , w e k now  how  to fool them .  W hen I w a s a t [a  trea tm ent
fa cility] , the cou nselor told m e I didn't ha ve a  dru g  problem .  I a cted sw eet.



______________
Boddy M edia  G rou p

40

ü I don't w ork  for the system , I w ork  to g et ou t of the system .

B. THE NEED FOR FOLLOW -UP

These g irls a nd  experts a g ree tha t there is a  qu estion on w hether g irls a re g etting  the
proper tra ining  a nd  tra nsitions to retu rn hom e.   They say that m ore follow -u p care is needed.
 M any g irls say that the prog ra m m ing  is not effective in dealing  w ith the real w orld. 

û And you  ru n a  k id throu g h this stru ctu red environm ent, a nd tu rn rig ht a rou nd a nd
relea se him  into the sa m e environm ent.  Betw een his dru nk  pa rents a nd doped-u p
friends, you 've lost everything  in tw o hou rs tha t you 've done w ith those k ids in the
pa st tw o w eek s.  No follow -u p.

ü W hen you 're a t hom e, ba ck  w ith you r people, tha t's w hen the cha lleng es a re
g oing  to com e.  They don't even ta k e a  look  a t tha t. . . . You  k now , he's g oing  to
send m e hom e, w here a ll this stu ff g otta  hit m e a t once.

ü They g ot to focu s on w ha t's in the rea l w orld, they ca n't ju st shu t them  dow n from
w ha t's in the rea l w orld a nd then set them  free.  You  ha ve to tra nsition them .

û I'd lik e the m oney to provide su pport for g irls tha t ha ve left ou r prog ra m , so tha t
she ca n ha ve pra ctice a nd su ccess in a n environm ent tha t isn't so stru ctu red. . . .
Prefera bly som eone from  the prog ra m  tha t the g irl a lrea dy k now s.

ü [W e need] lots of su pport.  Cou nseling  w hen you  g et ou t, not ju st w hen you 're
lock ed u p.

ü I'm  sca red of fa iling .

û Cha ng e is a  process, not a  beg inning  a nd a n end.  People expect tha t "this pa rt
shou ld be over" a nd it doesn't w ork  lik e tha t.

ü The ha rd thing  w ill be sta ying  sober a nd ou t of possessive rela tionships.

ü You  need som ething  to k eep you  on focu s.  You 're g oing  to w a nt to do thing s tha t
you  shou ldn't.
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û There needs to be flexibility so tha t I ha ve tim e to do thing s.

ü After you 've been in pla cem ent for tw o-a nd-a -ha lf yea rs a nd you  g o ou t there,
there's so m u ch freedom  a nd there's no a ccou nta bility to no one bu t you rself.

û I w ou ld lik e to see m a nda ted follow -u p a nd eva lu a tion.  Tha t u su a lly g oes first
beca u se of resou rces.

Interpreta tion/Ana lysis  This research im plies that w ithou t the follow -u p evalu ation and
services, m any tim es g irls cou ld end u p rig ht back  in the system .  This w ou ld indicate that
rou tine after-treatm ent services cou ld prevent a  g irl com ing  back  into the system  and having  to
start the chang ing  process all over a g a in.  Not only w ou ld this be m u ch better for the g irl and
redu ce the stress on staff, bu t it w ou ld also save valu able fu nding  resou rces.  Follow -u p care,
w hile it does cost m oney, costs m u ch less than pu tting  a  g irl back  into placem ent a g a in,
according  to these experts.  Cu tting  a fter-care, they say, seem s penny-w ise bu t pou nd foolish.

VII.  SUM M ARY AND RECOM M ENDATIONS

Bu sinesses do a ll sorts of resea rch to fig u re ou t w ho their cu stom er is a nd how  to eng a g e tha t
cu stom er.  I think  of tha t com m ent, it w ou ld be lik e a  bu siness sa ying , "W ell, w ha t's w rong  w ith

these cu stom ers?  They ju st don't bu y it."

Focu s g rou p respondents are not selected at random .  Consequ ently, their responses cannot be
projected to larg er popu lations.  The nu m erical data  w a s often derived from  a sm all base that
w ou ld lim it its ability to be statistically sig nificant, so it too, cannot alw ays be projected to larg er
popu lations.  W ith that u nderstanding , the a u thors m a k e the follow ing  recom m endations based
strictly on the responses of these focu s g rou p participants and resu lts of the nu m erical data
collection.

n Look  at the effectiveness and feasibility of establishing  follow -u p evalu ation and
transitional prog ra m m ing  to provide all g irls w ith su pport w hen they leave these
hig hly stru ctu red prog ra m s in order to help them  adju st to the real w orld and
prevent them  from  retu rning  into the ju venile ju stice system ;

n Consider adju sting  training  to ack now ledg e g ender differences to ease stress on
staff m em bers and m a k e prog ra m m ing  m ore effective for g irls;

n Consider elim inating  the confrontive m odel style of prog ra m m ing  for g irls.  If
elim ination does not seem  realistic or alw ays appropriate, consider rew ork ing  this
m odel so that g irls can envision application to real w orld setting s and so that the
m odel can w ork  in a  m ore su pportive m anner;

n W ork  w ith the com m u nities and schools to im plem ent prog ra m s that recog nize a ll
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sym ptom s of at risk  children inclu ding  w a rning  sig ns of inw ard directed ang er
and provide training  for parents, edu cators, police, and other professionals in
recog nizing  those w arning  sig ns;

n W ork  w ith com m u nities and schools to develop activities  and events that provide
you th w ith a  creative ou tlet, particu larly su pporting  w ork -based learning
initiatives ;
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n Identify com m u nity resou rces able to provide fem ale ju venile delinqu ents w ith
m entors that cou ld g ive these g irls positive, caring  relationships w ith an adu lt. 
These m entors can also act as role m odels and rem ain a  positive influ ence
throu g hou t and after treatm ent;

n Identify com m u nity resou rces able to provide fa m ilies w ith su pport and assistance
from  the beg inning — su ch as prog ra m s for new  parents covering  issu es su ch as
basic care and establishing  positive relationships;

n Review  the rew ard stru ctu re so that g oing  hom e to an often abu sive or neg a tive
hom e environm ent is not seen as a  rew ard.  Consider m ore stru ctu red fa m ily
activities and visitations and rem oving  these from  part of the rew ard stru ctu re ;

n Look  at the effectiveness and feasibility of establishing  a  bu dg eting  a nd
prog ra m m ing  system  that w ou ld be flexible and allow  m ore individu alized
prog ra m  stru ctu ring  so that u niqu e needs are m et;

n Consider g reater integ ration of treatm ent/prog ra m m ing  for fem ale ju venile
offenders w ith fa m ily.  Treatm ent needs to prom ote healthier hom e environm ents ;

n Consider any recom m endations and their potential to im prove treatm ent for m ale
ju venile delinqu ents as w ell as fem ale ju venile delinqu ents ;

n Consider adju sting  g rou p hom e/placem ent policies that u nderm ine g irls' tru st,
e.g ., holding  staff m eeting s off-site so g irls don't feel "talk ed abou t," or review ing
criteria  for reporting  to others (inclu ding  a  g irls' fa m ily) w hat transpires du ring
cou nseling  or g rou p sessions;

n As part of the training  on early w arning  sig ns, offer police g u idelines on handling
early encou nters w ith fem ales to help assu re earlier interventions w hen needed ;

n Consider m andatory, com pu terized and consistent statistical reporting  of g irls and
services throu g hou t the ju venile ju stice system .  W ithou t better data  in the fu tu re,
assessing  su ccess or failu re of revised treatm ent m ethods or prog ra m  services w ill
be difficu lt, if not im possible;

n Consider look ing  a t the variou s facilities and departm ents for incidences of abu se
w ithin the system .  Try to introdu ce appropriate screening  m ethods and training
procedu res that w ou ld prevent any abu se before staff m em bers have contact w ith
fem ale ju venile delinqu ents.

 


